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Abstract 

 

This action research study investigated the effects of the use of Response to Intervention (RtI) in 

a first grade language arts class at Timothy Christian School in Elmhurst, Illinois. The 

participants were twenty-four first grade students in a general education classroom. Students 

were placed in tiers based on an assessment given at the end of the first quarter of the school 

year. Tier II and Tier III students participated in a twice-weekly pullout intervention session in 

addition to weekly guided reading sessions for nine weeks. These students were progress 

monitored bi-weekly with fluency probes checking letter names, letter sounds, and nonsense 

word blending. All students were again assessed at the end of the second quarter to check 

progress as well as to compare assessment data to data gathered from previous classes. The 

results of this study suggested that the systematic use of RtI correctly identified students needing 

support, helped students make progress, and gave the teacher useful information to guide 

continued instruction. 

 Keywords: Response to Intervention 
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A troubling statistic from the National Center for Educational Statistics in 2007 stated 

that according to reading proficiency assessments, only about one third of students scored at or 

above the proficiency level for their grade (Grant, Jones, & Yssel, 2012). Reading experts agree 

that when students do not learn how to read adequately in their early primary years, they will 

typically experience persistent reading difficulties throughout their schooling. One study done by 

Lembke, McMaster, and Stecker (2010) claimed that students who performed poorly in first 

grade had an 88 percent chance of continuing to perform poorly in reading in fourth grade. These 

reading difficulties in higher grades prevent students from reaching and maintaining grade level 

achievement, even with extra help (Compton, Fuchs, & Zumeta, 2012). Additionally, the 

National Reading Panel (NRP) has suggested that without evidence-based instruction, 30 to 60 

percent of students may fall behind, and once behind, may never catch up (Blanks & Bursuck, 

2010). Because of this danger, recent reading initiatives have had a strong emphasis on the 

importance of early reading interventions in prevention of such reading deficiencies (Denton, 

2012). Response to Intervention, or RtI, is one way in which educators have begun to embed 

data-driven interventions into general education reading instruction to better bridge these 

concerning reading gaps. In fact, a 2009 nationwide survey of special educators, conducted by 

Spectrum K12 School Solutions, indicated that 71 percent of the districts represented by 

respondents were implementing an RtI model to some level (Denton, Kethley, Kurz, Mathes, 

Nimon, Shih, & Swanson, 2010). In order to more closely examine the effects of this widely 

used format of intervention, the researcher designed a study based on first grade language arts 

achievement. 
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Problem 

The foundation of an effective RtI, Response to Intervention, program relies on the use of 

consistent, accurate data to inform instruction of all three tiers of learners: the students whose 

needs are met with universal instruction, those who need some targeted intervention to improve, 

and those who need intensive intervention in order to make progress. This study examined the 

progress made by students in each tier of learners, focusing on a first grade reading RtI program 

being piloted at Timothy Christian School. Specifically, the purpose of this study was to answer 

this overarching question: Is RtI an improved instructional format of intervention in a first grade 

language arts classroom? 

Research Questions 

1.  Does an RtI framework in a first grade language arts program lead to a significant gain in 

each of the three tiers of learners? 

2. Do the gains in student achievement from the implementation of RtI differ significantly from 

the previously used instructional program? 

Definition of Terms 

For the purpose of this study, the following definitions will be used. Unless otherwise noted, the 

definitions are those of the author. 

Phonemic awareness- the ability to hear and manipulate (such as blend and segment) sounds in 

spoken language 

Phonics- a focus on the systematic relationship between written letters and spoken sounds 

Fluency-the ability to read connected text accurately, quickly, and with prosody, or expression 

Comprehension- the ability to read purposefully and to actively think about what is being read 

DIBELS- Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills, short fluency measures 
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CBM- curriculum-based measurements 

PRF- passage reading fluency, determined by measuring a student’s oral reading speed and 

accuracy 

WIF-word identification fluency, determined from a probe of common sight words 

AIMSWeb-commercially produced curriculum based measurement for progress monitoring early 

literacy fluency skills 

Literature Review 

 RtI is a tiered framework to instruction, using core, evidence-based classroom instruction 

in Tier I, targeted and systematic small group interventions in Tier II, and more intensive 

interventions in Tier III (Canges, Golez, Murphy, Pavri, & Richards, 2007). The 2004 

reauthorization of IDEA, Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, authorized RtI as a way of 

identifying students with learning disabilities and gave districts the ability to allocate funds for 

students requiring additional support but not qualifying for formal special education (Blackorby, 

Jenkins, Schiller, Tilly, & Thayer, 2013). Thus, the major goals of RtI seek both the 

improvement of general education in order to address students who are at risk for learning failure 

as well as a more accurate means of identifying students with learning disorders (Burns, 

Griffiths, Parson, & VanDerHeyden, 2006). Because of well-established research on the 

prevention of reading difficulties through early intervention, many schools initially focus efforts 

on adopting RtI as related to reading, even though it can also be applied to other academic areas 

well (Denton, 2012). RtI emphasizes the use of research to examine the causes of academic 

failure and successful remediation strategies as well as the use of varied data sources to make 

decisions for individual students (Burns et al., 2006). While the process of gathering this data 

and moving students through the various tiers does not look identical in each district or school, 
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the organization of RtI has been generally standardized based on the use of three distinct, yet 

fluid levels of intervention. 

 The foundational level of RtI is Tier I, characterized by evidence-based, differentiated 

instruction ideally designed to meet the needs of 70 to 80 percent of students (Blanks & Bursuck, 

2010; Denton, 2012). In this Tier, when considering RtI focused on reading, the classroom 

teacher is responsible to utilize an evidence-based curriculum for a minimum of ninety minutes 

per day while also using student data to create groups of students with similar needs and to plan 

instruction (Blanks & Bursuck, 2010; Denton, 2012). This curriculum should be focused on five 

key skill areas to ensure effective reading development: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, 

vocabulary, and reading comprehension (Blanks & Bursuck, 2010). Phonemic awareness is a 

very highly predictive indicator of a student’s later decoding ability, while phonics helps students 

understand the predictability of the relationship between spoken sound and written word. 

Fluency allows a student to direct their attention to meaning of text rather than getting caught on 

the process of decoding. Vocabulary instruction is another vital piece of Tier I instruction, and it 

should not only include direct teaching of important words, but also strategies for deciphering 

meaning using context clues and word parts. Lastly, comprehension helps students activate 

background knowledge, ask questions, draw conclusions, summarize meaning, and use 

metacognition to monitor understanding (Blanks & Bursuck, 2010). Each one of these 

components requires explicit instruction, modeling, scaffolding, and varied practice. When a 

student demonstrates a deficiency in one or more of these reading skills within the core 

instruction, the student is then considered “at-risk” and requires some level of Tier II 

intervention. 
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 Typically, 10 to 15 percent of students will at some point require Tier II intervention to 

meet benchmark expectations. While reading difficulties can be complicated and difficult to 

categorize, within this 10 to 15 percent, there are two broad categories of children who do not 

learn to read well from regular classroom instruction. One category includes children who have 

adequate oral language skills but have a difficult time with process of connecting oral language 

and written word. The second category of troubled readers includes problems with both oral 

language and vocabulary as well as print and phonological knowledge (Amendum, Burchinal, 

Gallagher, Ginsberg, Kainz, Rose & Vernon-Feagans, 2010). In order to combat these 

deficiencies, Tier II intervention consists of more intensive, explicit instruction on the same 

foundational skills included in Tier I instruction but in the setting of a small, homogenous group 

(Blanks & Bursuck, 2010). While there is not an exact formula for a Tier II intervention group, it 

generally consists of three to four students and meetings three to five times a week for twenty to 

forty minutes each session (Blanks & Bursuck, 2010). If possible, this supplemental intervention 

should be added instruction rather than a replacement of instruction, providing extra instruction 

and opportunities for practice outside of the ninety-minute core instruction (Denton, 2012). This 

intervention is frequently provided in six to twenty weeks segments by the general education 

teacher; although, in some cases, a reading specialist or paraprofessional may also be involved 

with Tier II groups (Canges et al., 2007; Denton, 2012). Consistent progress monitoring allows 

teachers to continually reevaluate student progress to determine whether or not the student 

should continue with the intervention, exit the group, or participate in an adjusted intervention 

(Canges et al., 2007).  

 While it is clear that Tier II intervention groups should be focused on the same big ideas 

and key skills included in Tier I instruction, many educators have worked to create clear, 



USING RTI IN FIRST GRADE LANGUAGE ARTS     6 

 

systematic formats for implementing such interventions. One study focused on a daily fifteen 

minute intervention format, focused on five minutes of re-reading for fluency, five minutes of 

multi-sensory word work, and five minutes of guided oral reading at the students’ instructional 

reading level to work on summarizing, predicting, making connections, and inferring (Amendum 

et al., 2010). Another study evaluated RRI, or Responsive Reading Instruction, as another way to 

organize Tier II intervention. This intervention included forty minutes of daily intervention, 

organized into five lesson components. The first ten minutes was dedicated to explicit and 

systematic instruction and practice in word work, followed by ten minutes of basic print 

concepts. These concepts included the meaning of the terms word and letter as well as the 

directionality of reading. Once students had mastered these concepts, this ten minutes was 

shifted to a focus on modeling, repeated oral reading, and partner reading to develop fluency. 

While students were practicing their reading, the teacher utilized a third component of individual 

assessment to monitor student progress. The third ten-minute block was dedicated to supported 

reading at students’ instructional level, including comprehension instruction. Lastly, the students 

spent ten minutes writing or copying sentences in response to the related comprehension focus, 

later including an emphasis on editing their own writing. Ninety one percent of at risk readers 

whose teacher implemented RRI were able to adequately read and spell words by the end of first 

grade, speaking to the effectiveness of such a thorough and systematic approach to intervention 

(Denton, Kethley, Kurz, Mathes, Nimon, Shih, & Swanson, 2010). In order to maintain the 

fidelity and allow for replication of these interventions, teachers must be sure to clearly and 

consistently document and track what occurs during instruction as well as student response to it 

(Bianco 2010). Even with quality core instruction and well-planned and executed intervention, 

some students continue to demonstrate low achievement in conjunction with inadequate progress 
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(Compton, Fuchs, & Zumeta, 2012). These students may require more intensive Tier III 

intervention, and may in fact be referred for special education. 

 When students demonstrate only minimal progress during the secondary level of 

interventions, they are considered non-responders, and it becomes clear that their reading 

difficulties are not easily remedied (Vaughn & Wanzek, 2010). It is expected that approximately 

five to ten percent of students will require Tier III intervention and be considered for special 

education due to a formally identified reading disorder (Blanks & Bursuck, 2010). These 

students typically demonstrate a dual discrepancy, both a below level performance compared to 

their classmates as well as a significantly lower learning rate than classmates. (Burns et al., 

2006). This requires an intervention that is intensified in the areas of time, group size, and 

explicitness of instruction. It is recommended that Tier III students participate in daily 30 to 60 

minute sessions of explicit instruction outside of the expected 90 minutes of daily core 

instruction, although some of Tier III intervention may replace some of the core curriculum 

because of the high amount of time needed in that intervention (Canges et al., 2007; Denton, 

2012). While this increased amount of time is vital to the effectiveness of the intervention, 

caution should be taken to avoid student fatigue, leading to group management problems, 

increased problem behavior, and student frustration (Vaughn & Wanzek, 2008). The intervention 

should be administered by a specialist or special education teacher and be one-to-one if possible, 

certainly not exceeding groups of three or four (Blanks & Bursuck, 2010).  

Early childhood Tier III interventions with the highest effects have emphasized both 

guided reading of a text matched to the student’s reading level as well as explicit phonics 

instruction focusing on letter sound correspondences, word patterns, and the use of phonics 

knowledge to blend words. Once students are older, the focus should shift more towards building 
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fluency and word recognition, vocabulary, and comprehension (Vaughn & Wanzek, 2010). 

Students must be continually assessed to monitor their response to this intensive intervention, but 

it also must be recognized that many of these students have severe, life-long difficulties (Vaughn 

& Wanzek, 2010). 

 In order to accurately identify students who are in need of intervention and track their 

response to such intervention, RtI relies on the use of universal screening and consistent progress 

monitoring to provide concrete student data. Universal screening is the foundation of Tier I 

instruction, and should involve precursor measures of literacy such as phonemic awareness, letter 

naming fluency, concepts about print, word reading, and oral language ability to pinpoint areas 

of possible weakness (Barquero, Bouton, Cho, Compton, Crouch, Fuchs, Fuchs, & Gilbert, 

2010). Using screeners to determine risk or nonrisk requires a determined cut-point, or 

benchmark. A more lenient cut point will increase the probability of identifying students at risk 

for reading deficiencies, but it also may result in a great number of false positives, or students 

who are identified as at-risk but do not really require intervention. A stricter cut point decreases 

the probability of these false positives, but the number of true positives, or students truly needing 

intervention, will likely go down as well (Barquero et al., 2010).  

A commonly used point of data for universal screening and progress monitoring is that of 

reading fluency. Fluency has been shown to be very predictive of a student’s future reading, and 

particularly comprehension, abilities (Denton, 2012). There are many available assessment tools 

for generating this data. DIBELS measures fluency based on the number of correct nonsense 

words a student can read in a designated amount of time. Other CBMs focus on finding a PRF 

number by measuring a student’s speed and accuracy when reading words in a connected text 

(Compton, Fuchs, & Zumeta, 2012). There are also developed letter lists to determine letter 
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naming and sound naming fluency, as well as sight word list probes to determine a student’s 

WIF (Compton, Fuchs, & Zumeta, 2012). There are many different approaches to universal 

screening, but all screeners are brief assessments that provide predictive information about a 

child’s development with the purpose of providing early intervention support for students who 

are at-risk (Barquero et al., 2010). 

 One common question when determining the best way to screen students revolves around 

the number of data points that should be considered to reach an accurate decision about each 

student (Burns et al., 2006). There are two problems that result from this question: the use of a 

one-stage screener result in lower accuracy rates while a multiple-stage screening process 

becomes inefficient because of the administration time per child (Barquero et al., 2010). Thus, 

some researchers are recommending a two-stage approach to their screening. In the first stage, 

teachers use a standardized word list, made of either words or nonwords, to determine a fluency 

rate. Then, in the second stage, children who scored within the risk range would be administered 

a battery of tests including a running record or curriculum-based measurement of passage oral 

reading fluency to better resemble the actual demands of reading (Barquero et al., 2010). 

Another recommendation involves a one-time screening to identify students “potentially at risk” 

followed by a brief progress monitoring period in which students have the opportunity to respond 

to Tier 1 instruction, either confirming or disconfirming their risk as determined by the universal 

screener (Lembke, McMaster, Stecker, 2010). Both approaches recognize the unreliability of 

single data points and give teachers more information with which to more accurately identify 

students who are truly at-risk readers. 

 After scores from universal screening determine which students require either Tier II or 

Tier III intervention, weekly progress monitoring tools must be utilized in order to track the 
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student response to such intervention. Students’ responsiveness can be interpreted in three 

different ways. The first way is called the final status approach, meaning that the performance is 

either above or below a given percentile or benchmark on a given assessment. A second way is 

the growth approach in which a student’s response is measured by the level of growth he or she 

has made following an intervention. Thirdly, progress can be considered as a combination in the 

dual-discrepancy approach that focuses both on performance level and rate of growth (Lembke, 

McMaster, & Stecker, 2010). Regardless of which approach is used, the National Research 

Center on Learning Disabilities stresses that schools must “implement continuous progress 

monitoring measures to pinpoint students’ specific difficulties, use the data to determine the 

effectiveness of an intervention, and make necessary instructional modifications” (Canges et al., 

2007, p.61). This use of valid, research-based screening and progress monitoring can give 

teachers confidence as they flexibly move students among the three tiers. 

 An effective implementation of RtI leads to many significant benefits. One such benefit 

and stark difference between past and current models of reading instruction is that the 

effectiveness of a core reading program for all students is no longer taken for granted, leading to 

a more proactive rather than reactive approach to student achievement (Feifer, 2008; Grant, 

Jones, & Yssel, 2012). Then, when this research-based core reading program is shown to be 

ineffective for some students through the use of universal screening, data allows clarity in 

deciding next steps as well as in evaluating the success of given interventions (Burns et al., 

2006). RtI has worked to instill a more scientific process into education that can lead to 

beneficial decisions about student achievement (Feifer, 2008). Former models of special 

education relied heavily on data produced from IQ tests, but this kind of data does not give 

information on how to educate that child or show a strong connection to how a student responds 
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to intervention (Burns & Scholin, 2012). Another significant benefit and contrast to the previous 

“wait-to-fail” model of special education is that struggling learners no longer have to wait to 

receive services until their performance has become severely discrepant from their peers (Canges 

et al., 2007). Rather than waiting to provide services to students identifying with a learning 

ability, RtI is focused on reducing the number of students ever reaching the point of being 

identified as having a learning disability (Johnston, 2010). Additionally, the organization of RtI 

allows general classroom teachers to administer many of the interventions needed by their 

students, building a stronger emotional and cognitive relationship between teacher and student 

(Amendum et al., 2010). This focus on relationship along with improved student outcomes and 

declining rates of special education referrals has generated a lot of positive feedback from 

teachers using RtI in their classrooms (Bianco, 2010). RtI recognizes the importance of helping 

each student achieve success in school, and it provides a systematic way to help teachers do this.  

Methods 

Participants 

 The participants of this study were twenty-four first graders in a private school in the 

western suburbs of Chicago. Nineteen students (79.2%) are Caucasian, three (12.4%) are African 

American, one (4.2%) is Asian, and one (4.2%) is Eastern European. One student has an IEP due 

to a diagnosed visual impairment. All students are six or seven years of age and come from 

middle to upper class families.  

Research Design 

 At the end of the first quarter, first graders were given Illinois Snapshot of Early Literacy 

(ISEL) assessment. The data from the letter names, letter sounds, short vowel decoding, and 

passage accuracy sections of the assessment were used to determine Tier I, Tier II, and Tier III 
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students. Each student then participated in leveled, focused guided reading groups at least once a 

week. In addition, students in Tiers II and III participated in a thirty minute intervention twice 

weekly with a literacy aide. The progress of Tier II and III students was monitored biweekly and 

documented through progress monitoring probes of letter names, letter sounds, and nonsense 

word fluency provided by AIMSWeb. At the end of the second quarter, students were again 

given the ISEL assessment. These scores were compared from first quarter scores in order to 

address research questions number one. Both first quarter and second quarter ISEL scores were 

then compared to scores from the three preceding first grade classes to examine the comparative 

level of growth in order to address research question two. 

Materials 

 The materials necessary to determine student achievement and growth include first and 

second quarter ISEL assessments, which are included in Appendices A and B, as well as early 

literacy fluency probes provided from AIMSWeb, included in Appendix C.  

Guided reading group lessons were created by the researcher. See a sample set of lesson 

plans in Appendix D. In addition, leveled books to be utilized with guided reading groups were 

provided from the school, and sight word and phonics materials were created by the researcher 

for use with groups. The intervention used by the literacy aide for Tier II and Tier III students 

came from the phonics curriculum Project Read.  

Student scores from previous years, as well as the current year, were compiled by the 

researcher and are displayed in Tables 1 through 4. These tables also include statistical 

comparisons of the mean, median, and mode of student scores. 
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Procedures 

 The design of the research is a correlational study, examining the relationship between 

RtI and student growth in language arts. The independent variable is the implementation of RtI in 

a first grade language arts block, and the dependent variable is student performance. 

Confounding variables include unequal samples of students due to the lack of random 

assignment, students’ maturation, socioeconomic status of students, level of teacher experience, 

added resource of leveled library for 2012 and 2013, and varying levels of parental support of 

students.  

 To conduct this study, the researcher began the year forming guided reading groups based 

on initial observations and some reading level information provided by Fountas and Pinnell 

leveled benchmark passages. All students participated daily in forty five minutes of whole group 

language arts instruction, immediately followed by forty five minutes of independent work 

structured by the book, The Daily Five, written by Gail Boushey and Joan Moser. During this 

independent work time, the researcher pulled guided reading groups to a table to practice sight 

words, phonics skills, fluency, and comprehension skills.  

After data was gathered at the end of the first quarter, the researcher formed flexible 

guided reading groups based on this data. In addition, students shown to be in Tier II and Tier III 

began being pulled out by a literacy aide twice a week for thirty minutes each time. This 

intervention was mainly focused on phonics and fluency, and it used the sequence of phonics 

skills provided by Project Read. The intervention group consisted of four students. These 

students participated in the intervention for a full nine weeks, until the end of the second quarter. 

They were given biweekly early literacy fluency probes to monitor progress. 
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At the end of the second quarter, all students were again assessed using the ISEL 

assessment. To answer research question one, the researcher documented and compared this data 

to the data gathered at the end of the first quarter. Then, to answer the second research question, 

the determined growth was then compared to growth documented in the previous three years 

during second quarter. The researcher hoped to find a strong relationship between the 

implementation of RtI and a significant gain in students’ achievement.  

Results 

Research Question One 

 The first research question chosen by the researcher asks the following: Does an RtI 

framework in a first grade language arts program lead to a significant gain in each of the three 

tiers of learners? In order to answer this question, the researcher first had to determine which 

students were in need of intervention by administering the ISEL assessment to all students during 

the final week of October. This assessment included sections on alphabet recognition, letter 

sounds, sight words, short vowel decoding, and passage accuracy. Each section had 

predetermined cut scores to designate Tier I, Tier 2, and Tier 3 ranges, shown in the table below. 

Table 1  

Quarter 1 ISEL Tiered Cut Scores 

 Alphabet 
Recognition 

Letter Sounds  Sight Words  Short Vowel 
Decoding  

Passage 
Accuracy  

Tier 1 52-54 23-26 35-40 13-15 18-20 

Tier 2 50-51 18-22 25-34 10-12 15-17 

Tier 3 0-49 0-17 0-24 0-9 0-14 

 

  

 After documenting these scores, the researcher consulted the predetermined cut scores for 

each section. The students scoring in the Tier I range are shown in Table 2, while the students 
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who had multiple scores in the Tier II range are shown in Table 3. There were no Tier III scores 

from the Quarter 1 ISEL assessment.  

 

Table 2  

Quarter 1 ISEL Scores of Students in Tier I 

Student Alphabet 
Recognition 

Letter Sounds  Sight Words  Short Vowel 
Decoding  

Passage 
Accuracy  

1 54 26 40 15 20 

2 54 26 40 15 20 

3 54 26 40 15 20 

4 53 26 39 13 19 

5 54 26 40 15 20 

6 54 24 40 15 20 

7 52 24 39 13 19 

8 54 25 38 15 20 

9 54 26 40 15 20 

10 54 24 40 14 20 

11 54 26 38 14 20 

13 53 25 34 13 19 

14 54 25 40 14 19 

15 54 26 40 15 20 

16 54 23 37 13 19 

17 54 23 40 15 20 

19 54 25 40 15 20 

22 54 25 40 15 20 

23 54 26 40 15 19 

24 53 26 39 14 20 

 

 

Table 3  

Quarter 1 ISEL Scores of Students in Tier II 
Student Alphabet 

Recognition  
Letter Sounds  Sight Words  Short Vowel 

Decoding  
Passage Accuracy  

12 51 22 34 11 16 

18 52 20 32 14 15 

20 51 24 27 10 20 

21 53 23 36 12 17 

 

 When looking at the data, the researcher determined that Students 12, 18, 20, and 21 

qualified for Tier II interventions based on two or more of their ISEL scores. While Student 13 

scored in the Tier II range for knowledge of sight words, the researcher determined that since 

this score was only one point away from Tier I and was this student’s only area not meeting Tier 
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I expectations, this student would not be included in the pull-out intervention, but would instead 

be placed “on watch.”  

 As all students participated in flexible guided reading groups weekly, the four students 

determined as requiring Tier II intervention were also pulled out for thirty minute sessions, twice 

weekly, with a reading specialist aide. Their progress was monitored through biweekly probes 

provided by AIMSWeb, including probes focused on letter naming, letter sounds, and blending 

of nonsense words. The one minute probes administered to these students were determined by 

the ISEL sections in which they scored in the Tier II range. The results of these one minute 

fluency probes are shown in the table below. It can be noted that all students gained at least eight 

correct letter names or letter sounds from the first probe to the last, except for Student 12’s 

alphabet recognition, in which the final score was only one point higher than the first. 

  Table 4  

AIMS Web Fluency Probe Results 

Student Alphabet Recognition Letter Sounds Nonsense Word Fluency 

12 39 44 39 40 32 27 36 41 30 35 41 40 

18     42 48 58 60 53 50 61 64 

20 45 53 47 53     41 39 44 54 

21         26 36 31 48 

 

 After nine weeks of intervention, all students were again screened using the second 

quarter ISEL assessment. The researcher administered this assessment to all students the week of 

January 13 to 17. Again, each section of the assessment had predetermined cut scores shown in 

Table 5. 
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Table 5 

Quarter 2 ISEL Tiered Cut Scores 

 Alphabet 

Recognition 

Letter Sounds  Sight Words  Short Vowel 

Decoding  

Passage 

Accuracy  

Tier 1 53-54 24-26 75-82 16-20 47-50 

Tier 2 51-52 20-23 60-74 12-15 40-46 

Tier 3 0-50 0-19 0-59 0-11 0-39 

 

The results of this assessment are shown in Tables 6, 7, and 8. 

Table 6  

Quarter 2 ISEL Scores of Students in Tier I 

Student Alphabet 

Recognition  

Letter Sounds  Sight Words  Short Vowel 

Decoding  

Passage 

Accuracy  

1 54 26 82 20 50 

2 54 26 82 20 50 

3 54 26 82 20 50 

4 54 26 82 19 50 

5 54 26 82 20 50 

6 54 26 82 20 50 

7 54 26 82 19 49 

8 54 26 81 20 50 

9 54 26 82 20 50 

10 54 26 82 20 50 

11 54 26 82 20 50 

13 54 24 79 18 47 

14 54 26 82 20 50 

15 54 26 82 20 50 

16 54 26 79 19 48 

17 54 26 82 20 50 

19 54 26 82 20 50 

22 54 26 81 18 50 

23 54 26 82 20 50 

24 54 26 82 20 50 
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Table 7  

Quarter 2 ISEL Scores of Students in Tier II 

Student Alphabet 

Recognition  

Letter Sounds  Sight Words  Short Vowel 

Decoding  

Passage 

Accuracy  

18 52 26 67 14 44 

20 54 26 64 14 46 

21 54 26 75 13 49 

 

Table 8  

Quarter 2 ISEL Scores of Students in Tier III 

Student Alphabet 

Recognition  

Letter Sounds  Sight Words  Short Vowel 

Decoding  

Passage 

Accuracy  

12 52 22 55 15 47 

 

 Students 18, 20, and 21 produced scores in the Tier II, with Student 12 falling into the 

Tier III range in the Sight Word subcategory. Students 12 and 21 were able to improve their 

passage accuracy scores into the Tier I range, but because of other scores still remaining below 

the Tier I cut score, they are still considered to be included in Tier II. It should also be noted that 

Student 13, the student placed “on watch” because of the sight word section in Quarter 1 scored 

in the Tier I range for all sections of the Quarter 2 ISEL assessment.  

 Research Question One can then be answered by looking at the data provided in the 

tables. The method of RtI did enable students who originally scored in the Tier I range to make 

significant enough gain to maintain their status in Tier I. In the case of Student 13, RtI was 

effective in causing enough growth to then produce Tier I scores in all sections of the Quarter 2 

ISELS.  

 Student 12 achieved a one-point increase in the section of Alphabet Recognition but did 

not demonstrate any progress in Letter Sounds. Student 12’s Short Vowel Decoding remained 
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comparable, and the Passage Accuracy improved; however, this student went from six missed 

sight words in Quarter 1 to 27 missed sight words in Quarter 2.  

 Student 18 demonstrated a six point increase in the Letter Sounds section, achieving a 

Tier I status for that skill. This student had 6 incorrect sight words in Quarter 1 and 15 incorrect 

sight words in Quarter 2, which both score in the Tier II range. Short Vowel Decoding 

percentage actually decreased, while Passage Accuracy remained comparable from Quarter 1 to 

Quarter 2. 

 Student 20 improved three points in Alphabet Recognition, moving this student to Tier I 

for that skill. The scores in Sight Words and Short Vowel Decoding remained comparable, with 

a bit of a decline in Passage Accuracy. 

 Student 21 was able to improve the Passage Accuracy Score to be in the Tier I range for 

Quarter 2, but this student also demonstrated the lowest score in the Short Vowel Decoding 

Section.  

Research Question Two 

 Research Question Two asks the following: Do the gains in student achievement from the 

implementation of RtI differ significantly from the previously used instructional program? In 

order to answer this question, the research created summaries of Quarter 1 and Quarter 2 ISEL 

scores from the 2010-2011, 2011-2012, 2012-2013, and 2013-2014 school years. These 

summaries are shown in Tables 9, 10, 11, and 12. 
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Table 9  

2010-2011 ISEL Scores 

 

Alphabet 

Recognition-

Q1 (54) 

Alphabet 

Recognition-

Q2 (54) 

Letter 

Sounds-

Q1 (26) 

Letter 

Sounds-

Q2 (26) 

Sight 

Words-

Q1 (40) 

Sight 

Words-

Q2 (82) 

Short 

Vowel 

Decoding-

Q1 (15) 

Short 

Vowel 

Decoding-

Q2 (20) 

Passage 

Accuracy-

Q1 (20) 

Passage 

Accuracy-

Q2 (50) 

Avg. # 

Correct 53.86 54 24.29 25.67 37.22 79.52 14.86 18.10 19.38 49.24 

Avg. % 

Correct 99.7% 100% 93.4% 98.7% 94.1% 97% 99.1% 90.5% 96.9% 98.5% 

Mode 54 54 26 26 40 82 15 20 20 50 

Median 54 54 26 26 40 81 15 19 20 50 

Min 53 54 19 23 20 66 14 14 17 46 

Max 54 54 26 26 40 82 15 20 20 50 

 

 

Table 10 

2011-2012 ISEL Scores 

 

Alphabet 

Recognition-

Q1 (54) 

Alphabet 

Recognition-

Q2 (54) 

Letter 

Sounds-

Q1 (26) 

Letter 

Sounds-

Q2 (26) 

Sight 

Words-

Q1 (40) 

Sight 

Words-

Q2 (82) 

Short 

Vowel 

Decoding-

Q1 (15) 

Short 

Vowel 

Decoding-

Q2 (20) 

Passage 

Accuracy-

Q1 (20) 

Passage 

Accuracy-

Q2 (50) 

Avg. # 

Correct 53.47 54 23.68 25.79 37.58 78.84 13.32 18.16 19 49.47 

Avg. % 

Correct 99% 100% 91.1% 99.2% 94% 96.1% 88.8% 90.8% 95% 98.9% 

Mode 54 54 25 26 40 82 15 20 20 50 

Median 54 54 25 26 40 81 15 19 19 50 

Min 52 54 18 23 27 64 9 13 16 46 

Max 54 54 26 26 40 82 15 20 20 50 

 

Table 11  

2012-2013 ISEL Scores 

 

Alphabet 

Recognition-

Q1 (54) 

Alphabet 

Recognition-

Q2 (54) 

Letter 

Sounds-

Q1 (26) 

Letter 

Sounds-

Q2 (26) 

Sight 

Words-

Q1 (40) 

Sight 

Words-

Q2 (82) 

Short 

Vowel 

Decoding-

Q1 (15) 

Short 

Vowel 

Decoding-

Q2 (20) 

Passage 

Accuracy-

Q1 (20) 

Passage 

Accuracy-

Q2 (50) 

Avg. # 

Correct 52.57 53.30 24.52 25.74 37.35 77.13 14.17 18.43 19.26 48.39 

Avg. % 

Correct 97.4% 98.7% 94.3% 99% 93.4% 94.1% 94.5% 92.2% 96.3% 96.8% 

Mode 54 54 25 26 40 82 15 20 20 50 

Median 54 54 25 26 40 82 15 20 20 50 

Min 31 40 20 23 7 12 4 12 12 22 

Max 54 54 26 26 40 82 15 20 20 50 
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Table 12  

2013-2014 ISEL Scores 

 

Alphabet 

Recognition-

Q1 (54) 

Alphabet 

Recognition-

Q2 (54) 

Letter 

Sounds-

Q1 (26) 

Letter 

Sounds-

Q2 (26) 

Sight 

Words-

Q1 (40) 

Sight 

Words-

Q2 (82) 

Short 

Vowel 

Decoding-

Q1 (15) 

Short 

Vowel 

Decoding-

Q2 (20) 

Passage 

Accuracy-

Q1 (20) 

Passage 

Accuracy-

Q2 (50) 

Avg. # 

Correct 53.42 53.83 24.67 25.75 38.04 78.88 13.92 18.71 19.25 49.17 

Avg. % 

Correct 98.9% 99.7% 94.9% 99% 95% 96.2% 92.7% 93.6% 96.3% 98.3% 

Mode 54 54 25 26 40 82 15 20 20 50 

Median 54 54 25 26 40 82 14.5 20 20 50 

Min 51 52 20 22 27 55 10 13 15 44 

Max 54 54 26 26 40 82 15 20 20 50 

 

 While examining these comparisons, the most telling piece of information is likely the 

average percent correct of the Quarter 2 scores, as seen in Table 13.  

Table 13  

Comparison of Quarter 2 Scores from 2010-2014  

Year Alphabet 

Recognition  

Letter Sounds  Sight Words  Short Vowel 

Decoding  

Passage 

Accuracy  

2010-2011 100% 98.7% 97.0% 90.5% 98.5% 

2011-2012 100% 99.2% 96.1% 90.8% 98.9% 

2012-2013 98.7% 99.0% 94.1% 92.2% 96.8% 

2013-2014 99.7% 99.0% 96.2% 93.6% 98.3% 

Note Shown as average percent correct 

 

 Many of these percentages are quite comparable, being within 1% to 1.5% of each other, 

but what was most notable to the researcher was demonstrated in the Short Vowel Decoding 

Section. While the second quarter average percent correct numbers were comparable, it can be 

seen that both in 2010-2011 and 2012-2013, the Short Vowel Decoding correct percentages 

declined from Quarter 1 to Quarter 2. However, a 0.9% increase is shown in the data from the 

current year of students. As much of the Tier II intervention was focused on short vowel phonics, 
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this increase in average percent correct could be attributed to such intervention. While RtI did 

not seem to produce significantly different results from previous years, it was successful in either 

maintaining or increasing the percent correct in each section of the ISEL assessment from 

Quarter 1 to Quarter 2. 

Discussion 

Overview of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to answer this question: Is RtI an improved instructional 

format of intervention in a first grade language arts classroom? In order to answer this question, 

the research implemented interventions based on an RtI framework in a first grade classroom 

during the second quarter of the 2013-2014 school year. The tiered intervention was determined 

based on scores obtained from the Quarter 1 ISEL assessment, and progress was examined by 

then comparing those scores to the data collected from the Quarter 2 ISEL assessment. In 

addition, students who participated in Tier II intervention were progress monitored by the use of 

one minute letter recognition, letter sound, and nonsense word fluency probes provided by 

AIMSWeb. 

Summary of Findings 

 The Quarter 1 ISEL scores initially flagged Students 12, 18, 20, and 21 as requiring Tier 

II intervention. These students participated in nine weeks of intervention, participating in leveled 

guided reading groups, but also being pulled out of the classroom twice a week for thirty minutes 

at a time. All of the students who scored in Tier I for all of the sections of the assessment 

maintained Tier I scores at the end of the second quarter. 

 When looking at the progress made from Students 12, 18, 20, and 21, it may seem as 

though RtI was not effective in helping them make sufficient gain. However, while these 
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students were not able to produce Tier I scores in all sections of the ISELS, there was progress 

demonstrated. Student 12 and Student 18 both made a two point gain in Alphabet Recognition. 

Student 20 made a six point gain in Letter Sounds, moving her to Tier I in that section. 

Additionally, both Students 12 and 21 were able to score in the Tier I range for Passage 

Accuracy. While Student 21 demonstrated the class’ lowest score in Short Vowel Decoding, but 

was able to improve Passage Accuracy, this may demonstrate more of a reliance on context for 

this student and is something to consider when planning for future interventions. 

Since all four of the students receiving Tier II intervention during the second quarter still 

demonstrated scores in the Tier II range for at least some of the sections of the ISELS, they 

should continue to receive such intervention for the next nine weeks. Because of limited progress 

made by Student 12 in Alphabet Recognition, Letter Sounds, and Sight Words, this student could 

be considered for a more intensive, Tier III intervention as well. 

Recommendations 

 Based on the given data, the research would recommend the use of RtI in a first grade 

language arts program. While a single nine-week session of intervention did not produce 

significant improvements in all students, it did serve to support the students who indeed did show 

a gap in performance from their peers. The method of designating students to tiers provided an 

accurate designation of students needing support, and it provided the teacher with continual 

information on the progress of these students. While the ISEL scores did not necessarily show 

significant improvement from other years, the researcher was more confident in these scores and 

was not surprised by any of the results. When a teacher is responsible for the growth of many 

young children, this ability to more concretely monitor the progress of particular students is 

greatly beneficial both in meeting current needs as well as planning for future interventions. 
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Limitations of the Study 

 While the researcher took great care to plan and implement this action research, there 

were some factors that could have affected the findings. The data that served as the base of this 

study was from a single classroom with a fairly homogenous population. In order to better apply 

the findings, more research should be done in other first grade classrooms in the same school, in 

other schools in the area, and in other schools out of the area. 

 Also, due to a school schedule, with some shortened weeks and other unexpected events 

that took away from class time, the four Tier II students did not get pulled out twice every week 

of the nine-week intervention session. In addition, there was an extended break for both 

Thanksgiving and Christmas that may have hindered the progress made by students.  

 In addition, while the intervention was effective in addressing letter names, letter sounds, 

and blending, it did not do much to address sight word knowledge. This could have been 

responsible for the lack of improvement in most of the Tier II students’ sight word knowledge. 

While the other skills may prove to be more beneficial for a beginning, struggling reader, this 

should be addressed if sight words are to be part of the assessment in which students are 

determined as needing support. 

 Lastly, while the AIMSWeb probes were helpful in monitoring students’ progress and 

improving their fluency, they did not necessarily produce more accurate responses. For example, 

if a student continually reverses “b” and “d,” they could still improve an AIMSWeb fluency 

score if they accurately call other letters at a quicker pace. However, they may still then score a 

52 rather than a 54 in Alphabet Recognition as part of the ISEL assessment. The researcher 

believes that the AIMSWeb probes are a worthwhile progress monitoring tool, but this limitation 

should be recognized. 
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 When considering future research on the topic of RtI, there are many areas to consider. A 

researcher may focus efforts on researching the most effective assessment tools to use within an 

RtI framework, both for screening as well as for progress monitoring. More research could be 

done on quality and comprehensive interventions as well as on the most effective intervention 

group settings. Additionally, research could be done on whether Tier II and Tier III intervention 

is better served in a push-in format rather than a pull-out format. Response to Intervention has 

been shown to be a clear way of recognizing and addressing student need, and more research will 

continue to help teachers do those very things for each one of their students. 
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Appendix A 

First Quarter ISEL Assessment 
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Appendix B 

Second Quarter ISEL Assessment 
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Appendix C 

AIMSWeb Fluency Progress Monitoring Probes 
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Appendix D 

One Week of Guided Reading Lessons 
Week: 5 

Group: 1 

Sight words/Phonics: 
· Sight words 
· Short “I” word family cards 

Reading Level: A 

Book Title: We Can! 
Comprehension skill: Setting 

Lesson: 
1. Look at the cover and the title. What do you think this story will be about? What 

are some you things you have learned from an older brother, sister, friend, or 
family member? 

2. Read the book. 
3. Stories are filled with characters, actions, and places. In this story we learn a lot 

about the setting-where the story takes place-by looking at the art. The 
illustrator of the story tells us about the setting. 

     4. Look at the cover. What kind of place are they? How do you know? 

     5. Where are the characters on the next page? Are they indoors or outdoors? 
                                                                                  How can we tell? 

    6. Look at picture clues throughout the book. How can we tell that they are not 
   playing in a parking lot? Where does it look like they are? 

Notes/Observations: 
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Week: 5 

Group: 2 & 3 

Sight words/Phonics: 
· Sight words 
· Short “I” word family cards 

Reading Level: B 

Book Title: We Like to Play! 
Comprehension skill: Setting 

Lesson: 
1. Where are some parks or playgrounds where you like to play? What kind of 

equipment do they have? What do you enjoy doing most? 
2. Read the book. 
3. When we read, we can look at the pictures to help us know where the story 

takes place. This is called the setting. 
4. Take a look at the illustration on page 2. The boy is drawing a picture. Where do 

you think he is? How do you know he is indoors? 
5. Now look at the illustration on page 3. Where is the girl? How do you know she 

is outdoors? 
6. Do you see the seesaw, or teeter-totter, in the illustration on page 7? Does the 

seesaw give you a hint about where the children might be playing? Now turn to 
the last page to see if you are right. 

Notes/Observations: 
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Week: 5 

Group: 4 

Sight words/Phonics: 
· Short “I” word family cards 

 
 

Reading Level: C 

Book Title: Little Blue Fish 

Comprehension skill: Setting 

Lesson: 
1. Where have you seen fish? Have you been to the ocean, an aquarium, seen 

them in movies, TV shows, or books? What are some things a fish might see 
while swimming around underwater? What are some dangers a fish in the sea 
might fact? (fishing hooks, nets, bigger animals trying to eat them) 

2. Words: went 
3. Read the book. 
4. The setting of a story is where it takes place. Take a look at pages 2-3. What 

are some details about this setting? 
5. Describe the setting on page 9. How does the setting help predict what will 

happen next? 
6. What is the setting for this entire story? 

Notes/Observations: 
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Week: 5 

Group: 5 

Sight words/Phonics: 
· Rhyming word cards 

 
 

Reading Level: D 

Book Title: Farm Helpers 

Comprehension skill: Setting 

Lesson: 
1. Do you have to do chores at home? What kinds of chores do you do? Families 

who live on a farm have additional chores that include caring for the farm 
animals or the plants that grow on the farm. What kinds of animals live on a 
farm? What plants grow on a farm? 

2. Read the book. 
3. The setting of a story is where and when it takes place. 
4. Look at the picture on pages 2-3. Where does the story take place? What is the 

big read building in the picture? What is the barn used for? 
5. Do the people live in the barn? Where does the family live? 
6. Why is the setting important to this story? (The farm is where the family lives 

and works. The story is about how the children help with work on the farm.) 

Notes/Observations: 
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Week: 5 

Group: 6 

Sight words/Phonics: 
· Compound word cards 

Reading Level: H 

Book Title: Captain Cat 
Comprehension skill: Setting 

Lesson: 
1. How do animals help humans? (bring comfort) Why do pets make people feel 

better? 
2. Words: p. 12 corporal, sergeant; p.17 soldier; p.19 guard duty; p. 24 bugle; p.28 

inspection 
3. Read the book. 
4. The setting is the place and time in which events in a story happen. In some 

books, the setting is an important part of the story and affects the events. 
5. On pages 6-7, look at the illustration. What can you tell about the story’s setting 

from this illustration? 
6. Turn to pages 38-39. What does this tell you about where Pete sleeps? 
7. How important is the setting to this story? Why? 

Notes/Observations: 
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Week: 5 

Group: 7 

Sight words/Phonics: 
· Synonym Cards 

Reading Level: K 

Book Title: Penguins 

Comprehension skill: Setting 

Lesson: 
1. What do you know about penguins? Most live in Antarctica. They can vary in 

height from 14 inches to almost 4 feet. The smallest species (the blue penguin) 
weighs as little as 2 pounds, and the largest (the emperor) weighs up to 90 
pounds. 

2. Nonfiction-read the book. 
3. The setting is the place and time in which the events take place. (Look at 

Antarctica on a globe.) 
4. We read about Penguins that live in Antarctica. Look at the photographs in 

Penguins. What do they tell us about Antarctica? 
5. How is Antarctica different from where we live? 

Notes/Observations: 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



USING RTI IN FIRST GRADE LANGUAGE ARTS     66 

 

 

Week: 5 

Group: 8 

Sight words/Phonics: 
· Synonyms/Antonyms 

Reading Level: O 

Book Title: Desert Life 

Comprehension skill: Setting 

Lesson: 
1. What do you know about the desert? A synonym for dry is arid. Most deserts 

usually do not get more than 10 inches of rain per year. It is not only hot, it also 
can get very cold at night. 

2. Teach about subtitles. How do they help us know what we will read about? 
3. Whisper read the book. 
4. Summarize sections as we read. 
5. The setting is when and where the story takes place. This book is set in the 

Sonoran desert. Why is it important to know that we are reading about only one 
type of desert? 

6. When does the story take place? Is it important for us to know an exact time 
period? Why or why not? 

7. What can we tell about the setting by looking at the photos? 

Notes/Observations: 
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Appendix E 

Parental Consent Form 

 

Dear Parent/Guardian: 

 

I am currently a graduate student at Dordt College, and I am finishing up work towards a 

Master’s of Education degree. As part of my work, I am required to complete an action research 

project. An action research project simply involves taking a closer looks at a teaching technique 

to determine its effectiveness, and I have decided to focus on gaining skill and understanding 

about Response to Intervention, or RtI. RtI is an instructional structure of demonstrating student 

need and monitoring student growth through the use of specific data from various assessments. I 

will be implementing this use of data in language arts with the goal of increasing my 

understanding of my students’ skills and rate of progress based on the instruction they receive. I 

expect that this will in turn benefit your child’s reading skills as well. 

 

I would like to include your child in this study. The children will not have to do any extra work 

because of this project, and all instruction and data collection will be conducted during the 

scheduled language arts block. The data I will be collecting as well as the reading interventions I 

will be using will not differ from the other first grade classes; I will simply be documenting and 

more closely examining the results in light of my action research project. My final report will not 

include any student names or photographs. In the written report, the children will be referred to 

as a number or letter (child A).  

 

If you have any questions about my plans, please contact me by email at 

kroll@timothychristian.com. You are also welcome to contact my professor, Tim Van Soelen, at 

Timothy.VanSoelen@dordt.edu.  

 

Thank you in advance for your cooperation. I am very excited about the potential of RtI to 

improve my reading instruction. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Valerie Kroll 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Please return this form to Miss Kroll by Friday, November 15, 2013. 

 

Student’s name _____________________________________ 

 

Parent’s signature _______________________________________ 

 

My child can be included in the action research project. 

 

 YES _________   NO___________ 

 

 

mailto:kroll@timothychristian.com
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Valerie J. Kroll 

1031 Elgin Ave. 

Forest Park, IL 60130 

(651) 324-5018 

 

Education 

 

M.A. Teacher Leadership, Dordt College (2014) 

B.A. Elementary Education, Dordt College (2010) 

Academic Employment 

Teacher (First Grade), Timothy Christian School, Elmhurst, IL (2010-present) 

• Planned and implemented lessons across the curriculum for a 1st grade classroom 

• Incorporated technology, including iPads and a SmartBoard, into daily classroom practices 

• Communicated with parents via a classroom website, frequent emails, and conferences 

• Served on the Education Committee as a teacher representative 

• Piloted the use of AIMSWeb in the classroom 

• Formally mentored new teachers  

 

Professional Memberships 

 

Christian Educators Association  

 

Scholarships/Awards 

 

Dordt College Distinguished Scholarship (2006-2010) 

Dordt College Presidential Scholarship (2006-2010) 

Dordt College Alumni Association Scholarship (2009-2010) 

Garry and Delores Zonnefeld Christian Education Scholarship (2009-2010) 

Good Shepherd Scholarship (2008-2009) 
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